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probably began the experimental study of chemistry in
17985 when he was nineteen years old. After four months
of research he formed original views on the nature of light
and heat, and invented the classical experiment of melting
ice by friction, which is the most striking demonstration
that heat is not a fluid, but probably a mode of motion.
He described his results in a paper entitled: An Essay on
Heat) Light) and the Combinations of Light., about twenty
thousand words long. It was published early in 1799 in
Contributions to Physical and Medical Knowledge^ principally
from the West of England^ collected by Thomas Beddoesy M.D.
Davy's sudden development of interest in chemistry may
have been due to the remarkable event of his acquaintance
with Gregory Watt, the son of James Watt, Gregory Watt
was consumptive and went to Penzance in the winter of
1797 to enjoy the mild climate. He was clever, and had
been well-educated at Glasgow University, especially in
chemistry and mechanics. He happened to find lodgings
in the house of the widow Davy. At first he disliked the
uncouth, self-confident son of his landlady, but when he
discovered the youth had a powerful intelligence he soon
became attached to him. The friendship became very
close, and lasted until Gregory's death in 1805. Thus
Davy became acquainted with one of the chief sources of
contemporary progress. He could have had no better
introduction to the best spirit of his time,
Davy was not only acquainted with the Watts; he was
intimately acquainted with their work. He lived in the
midst of one of the chief breeding grounds of mechanical
invention. It is often forgotten that Cornwall was one of
the leading scenes of the birth of mechanical civilization.
In the late eighteenth century it had a relative economic
importance comparable with that of Lancashire or the Mid-
lands to-day. The Carn Brea district even to-day looks
like a Black Country and offers a picture of how the county
of Durham will appear in fifty years' time. The profits of
its important tin-mining industry provided the economic
stimulus towards the improvement of mining efficiency, by
the introduction of improved mechanical methods, especially